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E V E R Y T H I N G  I S  P O L I T I C A L  
B e n  L o c k e r d  
S u d d e n l y  a b o u t  f i v e  y e a r s  a g o ,  t h e  w h o l e  a c a d e m y  s e e m e d  t o  h a v e  a c c e p t e d  a s  
a x i o m a t i c  t h e  a s s e r t i o n  t h a t  " E v e r y t h i n g  i s  P o l i t i c a l . "  T h i s  s e l f - e v i d e n t  u n i v e r s a l  t r u t h  
c a m e  t o  b e  u t t e r e d  f r e q u e n t l y  i n  r e s p o n s e  t o  c o m p l a i n t s  f r o m  a  f e w  r e c a l c i t r a n t  p r o f e s s o r s  
w h o  o b j e c t e d  w h e n  o t h e r  p r o f e s s o r s  u s e d  t h e i r  s c h o l a r l y  p u b l i c a t i o n s  a n d  t h e i r  ~ourses t o  
p r o m o t e  t h e i r  p o l i t i c a l  v i e w s .  T h e  r e s p o n s e  w a s  t h a t ,  s i n c e  e v e r y t h i n g  i s  p o l i t i c a l ,  a l l  
s c h o l a r s h i p  a n d  a l l  t e a c h i n g  i n e v i t a b l y  p r o m o t e  p o l i t i c a l  v i e w s .  T h o s e  w h o  p r e t e n d e d  t o  
b e  o b j e c t i v e  a n d  n o n - p o l i t i c a l  i n  t h e i r  w r i t i n g  a n d  t e a c h i n g  w e r e  i m p l i c i t l y  a n d  
u n c o n s c i o u s l y  p r o m o t i n g  a  c o n s e r v a t i v e  p o s i t i o n .  I t  i s  p r e f e r a b l e  ( t h e  a r g u m e n t  
c o n c l u d e s )  t o  m a k e  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  a s s u m p t i o n s  o f  o n e ' s  c o u r s e s  e x p l i c i t ,  a l l o w i n g  t h e  
s t u d e n t s  t o  c o n s i d e r  c o n s c i o u s l y  t h e  u l t i m a t e  p o l i t i c a l  c o n s e q u e n c e s  o f  t h e  m a t e r i a l s  o n  
w h i c h  t h e  p r o f e s s o r  h a s  c h o s e n  t o  f o c u s .  B e c a u s e  t h i s  a r g u m e n t  m a k e s  s o m e  s e n s e ,  a n d  
b e c a u s e  s o m e  o f  o u r  b e s t  t e a c h e r s  h a v e  a d o p t e d  i t ,  i t  d e s e r v e s  s o m e  c a r e f u l  c o n s i d e r a t i o n  
a s  w e  t h i n k  a b o u t  o u r  g e n e r a l  e d u c a t i o n  c u r r i c u l u m  .  
L a s t  y e a r  o n e  i n i t i a l  p r o p o s a l  f o r  a  c o r e  c u r r i c u l u m  e x p l i c i t l y  a d o p t e d  t h i s  
a s s u m p t i o n  a s  o n e  o f  i t s  b a s i c  p r i n c i p l e s .  T h e  p r o p o s a l  s p o k e  o f  " t h e  i n e v i t a b l y  p o l i t i c a l  
d i m e n s i o n  o f  c u l t u r e - t h e  s e n s e s  i n  w h i c h  a n y  c u l t u r a l  e x p r e s s i o n  i s  a l s o  a n  e x p r e s s i o n  
o f  p o w e r  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  b a s e d  o n  r a c e ,  c l a s s ,  g e n d e r ,  r e l i g i o n ,  a n d  n a t i o n a l i t y . "  I  w o u l d  
a r g u e  t h a t  t h i s  i s  a  d a n g e r o u s  h a l f - t r u t h  w h i c h  s h o u l d  n o t  b e  a d o p t e d  a s  t h e  c o r e  i d e a  o f  a  
c o r e  c u r r i c u l u m  .  
A s  I  t h o u g h t  a b o u t  w h y  t h i s  c o n c e p t  d i s t u r b e d  m e ,  I  r e c a l l e d  t h a t  i t  i s  n o t  e n t i r e l y  
u n p r e c e d e n t e d  t o  g i v e  t h i s  k i n d  o f  p r o m i n e n c e  t o  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  d i m e n s i o n  o f  h u m a n  l i f e .  I n  
f a c t ,  o l d  A r i s t o t l e ,  i n  t h e  N i c h o m a c h e a n  E t h i c s ,  c a l l s  p o l i t i c s  " t h e  m a s t e r  s c i e n c e . "  B u t  h e  
s e e s  i t  a s  s u c h  f r o m  a  s t r i c t l y  p r a c t i c a l  p o i n t  o f  v i e w ,  f o r  t h e  s c i e n c e  o f  p o l i t i c s ,  h e  s a y s ,  
" d e t e r m i n e s  w h i c h  s c i e n c e s  o u g h t  t o  e x i s t  i n  s t a t e s ,  w h a t  k i n d  o f  s c i e n c e s  e a c h  g r o u p  o f  
c i t i z e n s  m u s t  l e a r n ,  a n d  w h a t  d e g r e e  o f  p r o f i c i e n c y  e a c h  m u s t  a t t a i n . "  W h e n  w e  
d e l i b e r a t e  a b o u t  o u r  c u r r i c u l u m ,  w h a t  w e  a r e  d o i n g  i s  p o l i t i c a l  i n  t h i s  w a y ,  f o r  w e  a r e  
d e c i d i n g  w h a t  s c i e n c e s  ( o r  d i s c i p l i n e s )  s t u d e n t s  s h o u l d  l e a r n  b e f o r e  t h e y  t a k e  c o n t r o l  o f  
o u r  w o r l d .  A l t h o u g h  A r i s t o t l e  c a l l s  p o l i t i c s  t h e  m a s t e r  s c i e n c e  i n  t h i s  s e n s e ,  h o w e v e r ,  i t  
w o u l d  n e v e r  h a v e  e n t e r e d  h i s  m i n d  t o  f o c u s  a  w h o l e  e d u c a t i o n a l  p r o g r a m  o n  p o l i t i c a l  
i s s u e s .  I f  p o l i t i c i a n s  m u s t  d e t e r m i n e  t h e  p l a c e  o f  t h e  o t h e r  d i s c i p l i n e s  i n  t h e  s t a t e ,  I  
b e l i e v e  h e  w o u l d  a g r e e ,  t h e y  m u s t  k n o w  t h o s e  o t h e r  d i s c i p l i n e s  i n  t h e m s e l v e s ,  n o t  m e r e l y  
a s  m a n i f e s t a t i o n s  o f  p o w e r  r e l a t i o n s .  A s  a  m a t t e r  o f  f a c t ,  A r i s t o t l e  w r o t e  w o r k s  o n  e v e r y  
s u b j e c t  i m a g i n a b l e  a t  t h e  t i m e ,  f r o m  b i o l o g y  t o  p o e t r y - b u t  h e  n e v e r  w r o t e  a  w o r k  o n  
p o l i t i c s  ( h i s  c o m m e n t s  o n  p o l i t i c s  b e i n g  p a r t  o f  h i s  w o r k  o n  m e t a p h y s i c s ) .  
S i m i l a r l y ,  P l a t o ,  i n  t h e  R e p u b l i c ,  s e e s  t h e  w h o l e  e d u c a t i o n a l  p r o c e s s  l e a d i n g  
t o w a r d  j u s t  g o v e r n a n c e .  O n l y  t h e  b e s t  p h i l o s o p h e r s  w i l l  r u l e  i n  h i s  r e p u b l i c .  B u t  t h i s  d o e s  
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not mean for him that political issues are given pride of place in the fundamental course 
of studies his future Guardians pursue. The preparation for becoming wise rulers is an 
education in mathematics, music, and the rest of the liberal arts. the education concludes 
with training in philosophy, dialectic. There is no course in politics. 
Now, even in this classical version the elevation of politics may be one-sided and 
deceptive. I am inclined to think that it betrays a Western bias. If I turn to Lao-Tzu, I fmd 
a very different valuation of politics. He says, "Whoever takes the empire and wishes to 
do anything to it I see will have no respite. The empire is a sacred vessel and nothing 
should be done to it. Whoever does anything to it will ruin it; whoever lays hold of it will 
lose it." The Eastern sage further proclaims, "I take no action and the people are 
transformed of themselves; I prefer stillness and the people are rectified of themselves." 
Perhaps the difference is not so much between Eastern and Western philosophies as it is 
between secular and religious ones, for Lao-Tzu seems close to Jesus in his attitude 
toward politics. In any case, it is worth mentioning that not everyone agrees to giving 
politics the highest prominence in any sense. But for now I will assume some agreement 
in considering politics central to human concerns. The question then becomes how this 
realization should affect our curriculum. 
I am not suggesting that we follow only Plato and Aristotle in our approach to 
education. I merely want to point out that educators from Plato's time to our own have 
made a distinction between the role of politics in human society and its role in liberal 
education, affirming continually that, precisely because politics is an art which 
encompasses all others in practical life, it must be distanced from a liberal education. In 
other words, wise rulers will be ones who have studied the academic disciplines in a 
relatively disinterested way (in an "academic" way), so that when they practice the art of 
politics they will be guided by a principled understanding of human beings and their 
world. 
This distinction has remained fairly clear in the Academy, but a couple of serious 
challenges to it have arisen in our century. The National Socialists in Germany and the 
Marxists in the Soviet Union both attempted to make political ideology central to their 
educational systems. In response, the McCarthy movement in the U.S. attempted to do 
the same. Our traditions of tenure and academic freedom are designed to protect us from 
such attempts to politicize higher education. They are not designed, however, to protect 
us from retribution as we politicize education. 
Curriculum changes that have been made at other universities recently, make it 
clear that the threat of politicizing the curriculum now comes primarily from within the 
academy. It is based on the assumption that everything about culture must be discussed in 
terms of the will to power. Devotees of Nietzsche should support this reductive approach; 
the rest of us should oppose. 
It may be true, as the rationale for the Political Core suggests, that nearly 
everything about human life has political ramifications. We are, by one definition, 
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p o l i t i c a l  a n i m a l s .  B u t  t h i s  i s  a  h a l f - t r u t h  a t  b e s t ,  f o r  t h e r e  a r e  s e v e r a l  o t h e r  f u n c t i o n s  
w h i c h  a r e  i n h e r e n t  i n ·  h u m a n  n a t u r e  a n d  h e n c e  i n  v i r t u a l l y  a l l  h u m a n  a c t i v i t i e s .  F o r  
e x a m p l e ,  w e  a r e  s e x u a l  b e i n g s ,  a n d  i t  m i g h t  b e  s a i d  w i t h  e q u a l  t r u t h  t h a t  " e v e r y t h i n g  i s  
s e x u a l . "  A l l  h u m a n  e x p e r i e n c e  m i g h t  b e  s t u d i e d  f r o m  a  p s y c h o - s e x u a l  p e r s p e c t i v e .  W e  
a r e  a l s o  r e l i g i o u s  a n i m a l s .  C a r l  J u n g ,  a l o n g  w i t h  m a n y  o t h e r  t h i n k e r s ,  h a s  a s s e r t e d  t h a t  
e v e n  a t h e i s t s  h a v e  s o m e  u l t i m a t e  v a l u e  w h i c h  i s  n u m i n o u s  f o r  t h e m .  F o r  h u n d r e d s  o f  
y e a r s  t h e o l o g y  w a s  c o n s i d e r e d  t h e  m a s t e r  d i s c i p l i n e  i n  t h e  u n i v e r s i t y ,  a n d  o n e  c o u l d  s t i l l  
p r o f i t a b l y  s t u d y  c u l t u r e s  f r o m  t h a t  s t a n d p o i n t  t o d a y .  E v e r y t h i n g  i s  p o l i t i c a l ,  b u t  p o l i t i c s  
i s n ' t  e v e r y t h i n g  .  
A n  e x a g g e r a t e d  e m p h a s i s  o n  p o l i t i c s  i n  t h e  c u r r i c u l u m  c a u s e s  a c a d e m i c  
d i s c i p l i n e s  t o  c e a s e  f u n c t i o n i n g  a s  t h e y  s h o u l d .  A s  t h e  w o r d  i m p l i e s ,  a  " d i s c i p l i n e "  t r a i n s  
u s  t o  t h i n k  i n  c e r t a i n  w a y s  a n d  w i t h  a  c e r t a i n  c o n t r o l .  O u r  d i s c i p l i n e s  m a y  n a r r o w  o u r  
f i e l d  o f  v i s i o n ,  b u t  t h e y  a l s o  c l a r i f y  o u r  i n s i g h t s .  T h e y  h e l p  k e e p  u s  f r o m  m a k i n g  w i l d ,  
u n s u b s t a n t i a t e d  g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s  a b o u t  o u r  m a t e r i a l .  T h e  d i s c i p l i n e s  t r y  ( w i t h  s o m e  
s u c c e s s )  t o  m a k e  o u r  t h i n k i n g  m o r e  p r e c i s e ,  r e a s o n a b l e ,  a n d  o b j e c t i v e .  S o m e  g e n e r a l  
e d u c a t i o n  p r o g r a m s  s e t  t h e  d i s c i p l i n e s  a s i d e - n o t  i n  t h e  i n t e r e s t  o f  a c h i e v i n g  a  b i g g e r  
i n t e r d i s c i p l i n a r y  p i c t u r e  b u t  i n  t h e  i n t e r e s t  o f  m a k i n g  p r e c i s e l y  t h e  k i n d s  o f  o v e r -
s i m p l i f i e d ,  d o c t r i n a i r e  c l a i m s  w h i c h  a n y  a c a d e m i c  d i s c i p l i n e  t r i e s  t o  p r e v e n t .  
T h e  h i g h l y  p o l i t i c a l  a t m o s p h e r e  i n  t h e  a c a d e m y  t o d a y  l e a d s  s t u d e n t s  t o  e x p e c t  
c o u r s e s  d e s i g n e d  t o  p r o m o t e  p o l i t i c a l  d o c t r i n e s .  O n  t h e  f i r s t  d a y  o f  m y  I n t r o d u t i o n  t o  
L i b e r a l  S t u d i e s  c o u r s e  t h i s  t e r m ,  I  a s k e d  t h e  s t u d e n t s  w h y  t h e y  h a d  c h o s e n  t h a t  c o u r s e  t o  
s a t i s f y  t h e  V a l u e s  a n d  I d e a s  c a t e g o r y  o f  o u r  g e n e r a l  e d u c a t i o n  p r o g r a m .  M a n y  h a d  c h o s e n  
i t  b e c a u s e  i t  f i t  t h e i r  s c h e d u l e s .  S o m e  h a d  t h e  i d e a  t h a t  " l i b e r a l "  p r o m i s e d  a  r e l a x e d  
c o u r s e  i n  w h i c h  t h e r e  w o u l d  b e  l i t t l e  w o r k  a n d  h i g h  g r a d e s .  O n e  s t u d e n t ,  h o w e v e r ,  s a i d  
t h a t  s h e  e x p e c t e d  i t  t o  b e  a  c o u r s e  i n  w h i c h  w e  w o u l d  s t u d y  l i b e r a l  i d e a s  a n d  q u e s t i o n  t h e  
c o n s e r v a t i v e  i d e a s  p r e v a l e n t  i n  w e s t  M i c h i g a n .  I  e x p l a i n e d  t h a t  " l i b e r a l "  h e r e  m e a n t  
s o m e t h i n g  a b o u t  t h e  f r e e  s e a r c h  f o r  t r u t h  w h e r e v e r  i t  m i g h t  b e  f o u n d ,  t h a t  i t  m e a n t  w e  
w o u l d ,  i n  f a c t ,  t r y  t o  f r e e  o u r s e l v e s  f r o m  d o c t r i n a i r e  a s s u m p t i o n s  s o  a s  t o  s e e k  t h a t  t r u t h .  
S h e  d r o p p e d  t h e  c o u r s e .  
A s  t h e  c o u r s e  h a s  p r o g r e s s e d ,  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  l e a n i n g s  o f  t h e  s t u d e n t s  a n d  t h e  
p r o f e s s o r  h a v e  b e c o m e  f a i r l y  e v i d e n t .  W e  c a n n o t ,  i n  p r a c t i c e ,  d r o p  o u r  b a s i c  p o l i t i c a l  
a s s u m p t i o n s ,  a n d  t h e y  d o  a f f e c t  o u r  t h i n k i n g  o n  a l l  t o p i c s .  N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  i t  w o u l d  b e  a  
m i s t a k e  t o  d e s i g n  c o u r s e s  a n d  c u r r i c u l a  t o  f o c u s  o n  p o l i t i c a l  a s s u m p t i o n s  a s  t h e  u l t i m a t e  
a n d  o n l y  m e a n i n g  o f  a l l  a c a d e m i c  i n q u i r y .  O u r  a p p r o a c h  s h o u l d  r e m a i n  l i b e r a l  i n  t h e  
e d u c a t i o n a l  s e n s e ,  t h e  f r e e  s e a r c h  o f  t h e  m i n d  f o r  t r u t h s  a b o u t  o u r s e l v e s  a n d  o u r  w o r l d  .  
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